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ABSTRACT
The thesis that low grades cause college students to

give up receives some support from early psychological research and
from current reinforcement theories. This study investigates ths
effects on subsequent grades of low, average, and high first-exan
grades for 132 students in a traditional grading system and 52
students in a pass—-fail grading system. When regression effects were
eliminated, it was found that students receiving D*s and F's dropped
ont significantly more than other students, but low—-graded students
who continued the course did better on a later exam. Relative to
others, students receiving A's on the first exam did siganificantly
better on a second exam., Students in the pass—-fail system did not
show any significant effects from first exam grades, but overall they
received significantly lower grades than those on the traditiomnal
grading syster. The results, though inconclusive, support grading
systems that minimize low grades and maximize high grades.
{Author/AF)
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students to itake soms Of all couwsss on a pass-fail basis. Other colleges
hove exporimented with contract greding in which students perform a specified
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smount of work foz Mhs and

a particuiay grade, ov

A variation of the A,

Vs are never gilven.
withdraw with no penzlty et any time if they do not like the grads whney are
receiving.

Though wany arguwents have been made about
sradine sysiem, psychologists must be payticularly sensitive o the argmument that
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low wades cause college studenis to give up. Thers was a good deal of

intersst in the general effects of failure and succsss, gnd The early i€
suggested thaz for some people failuve is not an incentive to greater efforts
Cuvrenily, reinforcemsnt theories have

{zee, Bivrney, Burdick, § Teevan, 196%).
T

@

made us sware that positive reinforcement is zn excelient means of modifying
3

behavior. And punishment, while it clearly modifiss behavior,may have negative
£

concomitant effects {Bandura 1989 ).
The present investipation was motivazed by some genewval psychological

intevest in the above problems and by continuing controversies at Long Beach
Staze over grades. It appeaved to me, that psst c¢lasses Iin which traditional
tesrs and grades had been used would be envellent microcosms for obtaining
information about problems of interest. The continuing performance of students
?eteiving lcw, average, and high grades could he observed to note the effects
Of course, such a veseavch approach would suffer

Causal factors could

of diffevent Kinds of grades.
the usual problems associated with corvelational studies.
oniy be assumed, and imporiant unknown variables could nevexr be completely
contvolled. '

The specific plan of this study was to obtain a sample of students who
took the same classes under the traditional grading system and to cobserve their
second semester-exam grades in velation to their first semester-exam grades.

The classes involved had wo midsemester exams and a final. Of particular
intorest was the second-exam performance of the students who had received low
It also would have bsen interesting to note the final

1

grades on the first exam.



grzdes mnd subsequent semester grades of cur target students, but variations in

METHOD and PROCETURE
The subjects for this gudy came from five juwmior-level social psychology
cizsses conducted between Ffall 1968 and spring 1969. Two classes were lavge
(cver 703 and three ware smzll {under 40%. There were a total of 192 students

ional gprading system, and 54 students

who fook the courses wnder the tradif

enyoiled inder a pass-fail grading system. At Long Deach, studenis may take
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up to 12 undergraduate units on pass-fall, and they must earn a2t lzast a D

to ohtain a ‘pass.”  In these ciusses, trvaditional grades are typically provided

1o the student, but “passes” or "falls™ ave given to the registrar at ssmester's
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The above sample Classes were chosen hecsuse each had two very similar
midierm examinations., Fach exsm was helf essey snd half objective [multiple
cheice), and the grade distributions for all ciasses were quite similar. In
prepavation for the study, grades foy each «lass for each exam ware pu into
stendard sceves. Thus foir cach class, two sets of standard scores weve computed.
Naturally, ail students veroiived letter girades.

Ongs way of approachicg the present problem would be to simply note whether
individusls cobtained the same, better, or poorer second-test grades compared
to the first. Unfortunately, since there ave undoubtedly many measurement errors
in zest scores and since the two test scores gre impevfectly correlated, such a
procedure would produce substantisl eyrors due io the tendency of students having
extreme scores on the first test to obtain scores which regress toward the mean
on the second testing, Though the determinants of performance may have remained
constent, students heving low scores on the first test could be expected to do
better, and studenits having high scores on the flyst test could be expected to
do nove pooriy on the sscond test. In the present study, the bothersome
regression effects were dealt with by noting increases or decresses in grados
in ralation to the wegression line of the second test scores on the fiist test
scores. In other words, while chserving the second test scores, the first test
scoves weve held omnetant statistically., The data appesred to be homoscadistic
and the regression lines linear.

RESULTS

The correlation between First aud second festing was .70 for tvaditionally
graded students and .46 for pass-fail students. Table 1 indicates the performance
of treditionally-graded students on the second exam vrelative te the first.
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